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William Senior (1862-1937),
Legal Historian
by WILLIAM HAMILTON BRYSON*
Upon receiVmg from Clare College, Cambridge, a William
Senior scholarship to continue my studies in legal history, I enquired about the man whose generosity was being extended to me.
No one knew anything about him. Therefore, I collected the information for this short piece as much out of curiosity as piety. Having
done so, I discovered a legal historian and scholar of moderate
proportions who does not deserve such complete neglect. Had he
been a teacher or a politician, my efforts might have been rewarded
by the discovery of more personal information about the man himself. As it is, very little beyond his vital statistics is known, and so
we must concentrate upon his scholarly remains. The purpose of
this article, therefore, is to rescue from oblivion the scholarship
of William Senior for the benefit of modern legal historians and
to further publicize the existence of this fund of money which he
bequeathed for the encouragement of the study of legal history.
William Senior was born in 1862 in Wakefield, Yorkshire,
the son of Thomas Senior, a solicitor who practiced in Wakefield
and Bradford. 1 He was admitted to Clare College, Cambridge, in
1879 and took his B.A. from the university three years later. In
1886 he was admitted to the Law Society as a solicitor. From 1888
to 1890 he practiced law alone in his native Wakefield, and for the
next following five years he pursued his profession in partnership
with his father and their next-door neighbor, Percival Barratt. 2
In 1891 Senior published his first work: Tutor and Pupils:
talks about twelve law maxims.:3 However, he never restricted his
interests to the field of law, and during the year 189:3, at least, he
was a member of the Yorkshire Archaeological Society. 4 In the
•Senior Fellow, Clare College, Cambridge University, England.
1. J. A. Venn, Alumni Cantabrigienses (1953), part 2, vol. 5, p. 464

erroneously states that he attended Dulwich College, but that was a William Senior born in 1860 whose father was John Senior, a solicitor of
West Dulwich and London: see Law Lists (1875-1880).
2. Law Lists (1886-1896); Kelly's Directory of the West Riding of
Yorkshire 1893 (1892), pp. 866, 886.
3.. See the bibliography at the end of this article.
4. See the list of members in Yorkshire Archaeological journal, vol.
12, p. xii (1893).
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following year his second book appeared: The Old Wakefield
Theatre, a short memoir and chronicle of this provincial theater
and of the various companies which performed there.
In 18f)5, after the death of his father,~ William Senior gave
up his Yorkshire practice and moved to London. On 11 November,
1895, at hi:> own request, his name was stricken from the rolls of
the Law Society by order of the master of the rolls;H this was the
normal method of resignation. He was admitted to the Middle
Temple wit:hin a fortnight and on 29 April, 1896, was called to the
bar. 7 The details, even the very nature, of his practice remain
hidden in obscurity.
From 1902 through 1908, Senior was a regular contributor
to Punch. Possibly he may have written for this magazine before
1902, when the indices, the only indication of authorship, first
began to be made. His popular writings were short, witty sketches
that mildly satirized the foibles and customs of his contemporaries.
Among the contributions to Punch are a few poems, and much
later, 1926 to 1929, he had three poems published in the English
Review. After 1910 he ceased altogether to write for Punch. None
of these pieces touch on legal topics, and no more need be said
about them.
After 1910, Senior's interests turned to maritime affairs. He
was a regular and faithful contributor to the Mariner's Mirror
from its inception in 1911 through 1913 and thereby greatly aided
the establishment of this journal. From January, 1913, to November, 1919, he served on its editorial committee. He continued to
write for it, and by 1930 had had nine additional articles to appear
in it. He was also a member of the council of the Society for Nautical Research from 1912 through 1927 with only a brief interruption in 1922.-1923.
Senior was particularly interested in questions of maritime
law, but he also wrote on general problems relating to the navy
and the m:!rchant marine. Much of his research was done in
original sources at the Public Record Office; and his articles, most
of which appeared in the Mariner's Mirror and the Law Quarterly
Review, dealt with such aspects of the maritime courts as their
judges and lawyers and the disputes and trials there. He was also
very occupied with old books written on these subjects.
5. Thoma!: Senior died at Wakefield on 11 January, 1892, and his will
was proved on 31 March, 1892; he left an estate of about £11,000 to his
widow, son, 2.nd daughter Mrs. Mary Ellen Roberts.
6. I would like to thank F. P. Richardson, Esq., F.L.A., Librarian of the
Law Society, for giving me the details of Senior's practice as a solicitor.
7. H. A. C. Sturgess, Register of Admissions to the Honourable Society of the Middle Temple (1949), vol. 2, p. 706.
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The articles which Senior wrote for the Mariner's Mirror are
quite short and as a consequence not very deep. Their brevity was
dictated by the policy of the journal to limit all contributions to
four and later six pages.H One cannot be too critical of Senior
for failing to get up much intellectual momentum in so short a
space. On the other hand, the eight articles which were published
in the Law Quarterly Review before 1930 are quite substantial and
contain his most important work. They are the product of original
research in the primary sources. This body of work is a significant
contribution to knowledge, and it is of value to the modern scholar
of legal history.
Senior's third book, Doctors' Commons, was ]published in
1922. Of the five chapters of this work, the central three had already appeared as articles in the Law Quarterly Review; the first
and last only were new. He added several paragraphs here and
there to the three articles and took the introductory paragraph of
each article and reworked it into the conclusion of the preceding
chapter of the book. This helped the continuity of the book; nevertheless, one cannot help but feel that the book is only a collection
of topically related essays. The title of the book is misleading, as
Roscoe and other reviewers pointed out; therefore, in the bibliography below, I have included the chapter headings in order to
give a clearer idea of the contents of the volume. In his preface,
Senior explains the scope of the book and resiles a bit from the
title.
Doctors' Commons is legal history for the layman. It is anecdotal and draws upon a wide range of sources: legal and nonlegal, primary and secondary, French and Latin, Italian and
German. It is of general interest, and it is a modest contribution to
legal scholarship.
William Senior's next and final book, Naval History in the
Law Courts, appeared in 1927. The subtitle correctly indicates
that this little book is only a selection of old maritime cases. It is a
collection of ten unconnected essays, of which eight had already
been printed in the form of articles. Some of the shorter ones were
enlarged a bit, but all of the footnotes were omitted for their reappearance in book form. Written solely for the amusement of
persons who have an interest in nautical matters, the Naval History is a compilation of miscellaneous incidents none of which is
of overwhelming historical significance. However, they may be of
use to scholars as examples of typical situations concerning simple
seamen. Frequently the fate of an insignificant person can shed
much light upon the actual workings of the law in practice.
8. Notices, Mariner's Mirror, vol. 1. part 1, inside back cover; vol. 4,
part 4, inside back cover.
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From his interest in English maritime courts, admiralty law,
and naval matters, Senior was led to maritime law in general.
The laws and conventions of the sea are customs common to westtern Europe. They are based upon the classical Roman law as
codified under Justinian and interpreted for contemporary use by
the mediaeval jurists, who settled in the universities of northern
Italy. From 1930 until his death in 1937, Senior devoted himself to
this. newly found field. During this period he wrote an average of
one article a year for the Law Quarterly Review.
These eight articles are short pieces about various Italian
jurists and the contacts of these men and of the Roman civil law
with mediaeval England. They were written from secondary
sources for the practicing lawyer who had studied only classical
Roman law and modern English common law. Mediaeval Roman
or civil law was not a part of the university curriculum. These
articles, like Senior's earlier writing, are conversational in style.
They were written as an introduction to the subject and were not
intended to be exhaustive. The purpose in writing them was to
provide an educated diversion and perhaps to stimulate an interest in deeper reading elsewhere.
William Senior died on 28 January, 1937, at his home in
London.9 He was 75 years old and had never married. In his will
he made a few small bequests to former friends and servants and
to the Middle Temple for books for their library. The residuary
legatee waE: Clare College, which received approximately £46,000
"for the furtherance of the studies of legal history and comparative
law."
BIBLIOGRAPHY OF LEGAL AND HISTORICAL WORKS
1. Tutor and Pupils: talks about twelve law maxims, London:
Law Notes, 1891, 52 pp., 8vo.I 0
2. "An Early Victorian Windfall," Mariner's Mirror, vol. 1, pp.
80-83, Mar., 1911 [enlarged version of this is no 31 and no. 34
chap. 10].
3. "The Battle of New Brighton," Mariner's Mirror, vol. 1, pp.
148-151, May, 1911 [enlarged version of this is no. 34 chap. 3] .
4. "The Rivals," Mariner's Mirror, vol. 1, pp. 180b-182b, July,
1911.
9. See his obituary in the London Times, 1 February, 1937, p. 1.
10. I have been unable to locate a copy of this book; the information
given comes from the card catalogue of Wildy & Sons Ltd., Lincoln's
Inn, London, and F. Boase, Catalogue ofthe Printed Books in the Library
of the Incorporated Law Society (1891), p. 887.
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5. "Some Naval Courts-Martial, 1701-2," Mariner's Mirror,
vol. 1, pp. 241-244, Sept., 1911.
6. "In a Good Cause: An Episode in the Slave Trade," Mariner's Mirror, vol. 1, pp. 276-279, Oct., 1911 [enlarged version of
this is no. 28 and no. 34 chap. 9].
7. "The Legend of the Betsy Cains," Mariner's Mirror, vol. 1,
pp. 340-345, Dec., 1911 [about a ship reputed to have brought
William III to England in 1688].
8. "The Treasure Frigate Thetis," Mariner's Mirror, vol. 2,
pp. 33-37, Feb., 1912 [describes a salvage operation].
9. "Some Naval Courts-Martial, 1698," Mariner's Mirror, vol.
2, pp. 113-119, Apr., 1912.
10. "Hockin's Case: and Incidentally of False Lights," Mariner's Mirror, vol. 2, pp. 196-200, July, 1912.
11. "The Casting Away of the Adventure," Mariner's Mirror,
vol. 2, pp. 289-293, Oct. 1912 [enlarged version of this is no. 34,
chap. 4].
12. "The Marooning of Robert Jeffery," Mariner's Mirror, vol.
3, pp. 113-118, Apr., 1913 [reprinted as no. 34 chap. Et].
13. "'The Rape of the Table'," Notes & Queries, ser. 11, vol.
7, p. 329, Apr., 1913 [a note about a contempt in the vice-admiralty
court in Malta].
14. "The Beginning of Sidelights," Mariner's Mirror, vol. 3,
pp. 257-264, Sept., 1913.
15. "Smugglers Again," Mariner's Mirror, vol. 3, pp. 359-362,
Dec., 1913.
16. "Neptune as Defendant," Mariner's Mirror, vol. 4, pp.
162-167, June, 1914 [enlarged version of this is no. 34 chap. 5].
17. ''The Law and Custom of Flags," Law Times, vol. 142,
pp. 166-168, 183-184, Jan., 1917.
18. "Ransom Bills," Law Quarterly Review, vol. :34, pp. 49-62,
Jan., 1918 [a substantial article].
19. "The Master-Mariner's Authority," Law Quarterly Review,
vol. 34, pp. 347-356, Oct., 1918 [a substantial article].
20. "The First Admiralty Judges," Law Quarterly Review,
vol. 35, pp. 73-83, Jan., 1919 [reprinted as no. 26 chap. 2].
21. "Admiralty Matters in the Fifteenth Century," Law Quarterly Review, vol. 35, pp. 290-299, Oct., 1919 [reprinted as no. 26
chap. 3].
22. "The Rise of the College of Advocates," Law Quarterly
Review, vol. 36, pp. 128-139, Apr., 1920 [reprinted as no. 26 chap.
4].

23. "'The Rutter of the Sea'," Mariner's Mirror, vol. 6, pp. 243246, Aug., 1920 [about a 16th century book on navigation and
maritime law].
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24. "Early Writers on Maritime Law," Law Quarterly Review, vol. 3'7, pp. 323-336, July, 1921 [a substantial article].
25. "Drake at the Suit of John Doughty," Mariner's Mirror,
vol. 7, pp. 291-297, Oct., 1921 [reprinted as no. 34 chap. 1].
26. Doctors' Commons and the Old Court of Admiralty: A
Short Histor·y of the Civilians in England, London, 1922, 115 pp.
Chap. 1: England and the Civil Law [new]
Chap. 2: The First Admiralty Judges
Chap. 3: The Fifteenth Century
Chap. 4: The Rise of the College of Advocates
Chap. 5: The Latter Days of the Civilians [new]
reviewed by:
E. S. Roscoe in Law Quarterly Review, val. 39, pp. 134135, Jan. 1923.
G. G. P. in journal of Comparative Legislation, 3rd ser.,
vol. 5, pp. 146-148, Feb., 1923.
H. Putnam in Cornell Law Quarterly, vol. 8, pp. 292-295,
Apr., 1923.
E. D. Dickinson in Michigan Law Review, val. 21, p. 827,
May, 1923.
anon. in Juridical Review, val. 35, p. 194, 1923.
anon. in London, Times Literary Supplement, 7 Dec., 1922,
p. 802.
anon. in English Historical Review, vol. 38, pp. 624, 625,
Oct., 1923.
A. F. Pollard in History, vol. 8, p. 232, Oct., 1923.
27. "The Cruise of the Pylades," Cornhill Magazine, n.s., vol.
52. pp. 686-693, June, 1922 [reprinted as no. 34 chap. 7].
28. "An Act of State," Cornhill Magazine, n.s., val. 54, pp.
561-566, May, 1923 [reprinted as no. 34 chap. 9; cf. no. 6].
29. "The Advocates of the Court of Arches," Law Quarterly
Rei~iew, vol.. 39, pp. 493-506, Oct., 1923 [a substantial article].
30. "The Mace of the Admiralty Court," Mariner's Mirror,
vol. 10, pp. 49-52, Jan., 1924.
31. "The Illeanon Pirates: An Early Victorian 'Wangle',"
Cornhill Magazine, n.s., vol. 56, pp. 342-349, Mar., 1924 [reprinted as no. 34 chap. 10; cf. no. 2].
32. "John the Painter," Mariner's Mirror, vol. 10, pp. 355-365,
Oct., 1924 [about James Aitken who was hanged for arson of naval
stores attempting to frustrate the war effort against America in
17'76].
33. "England and the Mediaeval Empire," Law Quarterly
Review, vol. 40, pp. 483-494, Oct., 1924 [a substantial article about
English contacts with Roman law].
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34. Naval History in the Law Courts: A Selection of Old Maritime Cases, London, 1927, 114 pages.
Chap. 1: Drake at the Suit of Doughty
Chap. 2: Sallee Rovers at Winchester [new]
Chap. 3: The Battle of New Brighton
Chap. 4: The Casting Away of the Adventure
Chap. 5: Neptune as Defendant
Chap. 6: The Marooning of Robert Jeffery
Chap. 7: The Cruise of the Pyla des
Chap. 8: The Felicidade [new]
Chap. 9: An Act of State
Chap. 10: The Illeanon Pirates
reviewed by:
C. Morse in Canadian Bar Review, vol. 6, p. 77, Jan., 1928.
anon. in London, Times Literary Supplement, 5 Jan.,
1928, pp. 14, 15.
anon. in American Law Review, vol. 62, pp. 159, 160,
Jan., 1928.
35. "Sir Henry Penrice and Sir Thomas Salusbury," Mariner's Mirror, vol. 13, pp. 38-44, Jan. 1927 [about two admiralty
judges].
36. "The Judges of the High Court of Admiralty," Mariner's
Mirror, vol. 13, pp. 333-347, Oct., 1927 [biographical sketches of
judges from the 15th to the 19th centuries].
37. "The Sea Fencibles," Nineteenth Century, vol. 103, pp.
827-834, June, 1928.
38. "The Bucentaur," Mariner's Mirror, vol. 15, pp. 131-138,
Apr., 1929 [about the Venetian state barge].
39. "Roman Law in England Before Vacarius," Law Quarterly Review, vol. 46, pp. 191-206, Apr., 1930 [highly conjectural].
40. "State Barges," Nineteenth Century, vol. 108, pp. 100-105,
July, 1930.
41. "The Navy as Penitentiary," Mariner's Mirror, vol. 16, pp.
313-318, Oct., 1930.
42. "Roman Law MSS in England," Law Quarterly Review,
vol. 47, pp. 337-344, July, 1931.
43. "Peter della Vigna," Law Quarterly Review, vol. 48, pp.
324-327, July, 1932.
44. "Cino da Pistoia," Law Quarterly Review, vol. 49, pp. 178182, Apr., 1933.
45. "Roffredo da Benevento," Law Quarterly Review, vol. 50,
pp. 24-28, Jan., 1934.
46. "Brocarda," Law Quarterly Review, vol. 50, pp. 334-336,
July, 1934.
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4 7. "Accursius and his Son Franciscus," Law Quarterly Review, vol. 51, pp. 513-516, July, 1935.
48. "Irnerius," Law Quarterly Review, vol. 53, pp. 322325,. July, Hl37.1 1
49. "The History of Maritime Law," Mariner's Mirror, vol. 38,
pp. 260-275, Nov., 1952 [this was also printed separately as Maritime Miscellany Series No.8].
11. H. Kantorowicz declared this article to be "completely out of
date": Studies in the Glossators of the Roman Law (1938), p. 34, note
2a; judging from the number of the footnote, it appears that Kantorowicz had not seen Senior's article until after the type had been set for
his own book.
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Christian Political Theory and Church
PoliticJ in the Mid-Twelfth Century
The Ecclt?Siology of Gratian's Decretum
Stanley Chodorow
Prior to the Decretum Gratiani in 1139, Church law was a jumble of
documents and writings of exegetes, theologians, and historians. Magister
Gratian brought order to this material and presented it in manageable form.
Mr. Chodorow places Gratian within the political and spiritual framework
of the time, disputing earlier historians' assumption that Gratian was aloof
from Church politics. He contends instead that Gratian was a political
thinker who presented the most extensive exposition of mid-12th century
Christian political theory.
LC: 71-138512 312 pages $15.00
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